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ABSTRACT 
MLIS graduates need to be collaborative, creative, socially innovative, flexible, and 
adaptable problem solvers—characteristics that may be achieved by incorporating design 
thinking into master’s level library education. Yet explicit integration of design thinking and 
methods appears to be missing in MLIS degree programs. This paper presentation will report on 
findings from Designing Future Library Leaders, a project that investigated the current state of 
design thinking and methods in master’s level library education in the United States through a 
field scan of existing curricula, a nationwide survey of library practitioners, and a national forum 
connecting MLIS educators and library professionals. 
TOPICS 
curriculum; education programs/schools 
INTRODUCTION AND MOTIVATION 
In the United States, master’s level library education serves to prepare students to be not 
just practicing librarians, but future leaders in the library world. In the 21st century, these future 
leaders require new skill sets. MLIS graduates need to be collaborative, creative, socially 
innovative, flexible, and adaptable problem solvers—characteristics that are demonstrated by 
people with backgrounds in design (Bertot, Sarin and Percell 2015). Libraries are called to foster 
new organizational cultures that emphasize innovation, with design thinking as an integral part of 
this paradigm shift (Garmer 2016). Incorporating design thinking into master’s level library 
education is critical in bridging connections between LIS education and these new models of 
21st century librarianship. 
Yet explicit integration of design thinking and methods appears to be missing in master’s 
level library education. Design is conspicuously absent from textbooks on research methods for 
librarians, even recent publications (see for example Beck and Manuel 2008; Connaway and 
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Powell 2010; Pickard 2013). A curriculum review of the top 20 ALA-accredited MLIS programs 
revealed that none required coursework in design (Clarke, Lee and Mayer 2017). Outside of this, 
a few notable examples have recently emerged. In 2016, Simmons College offered an 
experimental summer course called “Library Test Kitchen” that offered students “the opportunity 
to experiment with human-centered design skills, ethnographic observation and interviews, rapid 
ideation, applied problem-solving, developing and pitching ideas, identifying assumptions, and 
design fictions.” (Simmons School of Library and Information Science 2016). In 2017, the 
University of Washington Information School introduced a full-term course in design methods 
for libraries and librarianship (Mills et. al. 2017). Perhaps most notably, the University of 
Maryland now offers a master’s level concentration in “youth experience (YX)” which draws on 
design methods and principles from the participatory design and user experience communities. 
However, the project’s focus on youth leaves other areas of librarianship unaddressed—other 
areas which may be viewed as design work (Clarke 2016; 2018).  
As the future of librarianship progressively hinges on reimagining the profession in a 
design mindset, education for this perspective needs to be more systematically included in formal 
education. Tomorrow’s library leaders need more than the existing limited options. How can 
master’s level library education fill this void? This paper presentation will report on findings 
from Designing Future Library Leaders, a project funded by the Institute of Museum and Library 
Services that investigated the current state of design thinking and methods in master’s level 
library education in the United States. 
PROJECT APPROACH 
To identify gaps in existing MLIS curricula and explore possible approaches to 
incorporate design into master’s level library education, we undertook a three-phase approach. 
First, we conducted a field scan of existing coursework in master’s level library degree programs 
Between July and December 2017, we compiled publicly available title and course description 
information that included the word “design” from all 60 ALA-accredited MLIS and equivalent 
programs in the United States, Canada and Puerto Rico. We then used an inductive card sorting 
process to identify similar courses and topical themes. 
Next, we deployed a nationwide survey of library practitioners to solicit feedback 
regarding the interest in and use of design thinking and methods in library practice, and the use 
of and need for design skills and abilities in library practice. The questionnaire included 
questions about topics such as practitioners’ familiarity with design thinking and methods; 
source(s) of education for any exposure to design thinking and methods, and respondents’ 
thoughts regarding incorporating design thinking and methods into MLIS programs. The 
questionnaire was deployed online and was open for responses for approximately 10 weeks from 
January through March 2018.  
Finally, we convened a national forum in March 2018 that brought together expert library 
educators, design educators and professionals, and library employers to discuss what elements 
might be necessary to incorporate design into MLIS curricula. Invited participants met for two 
days to review and discuss the results of the field scan, identify aspects of design education 
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relevant to MLIS education, share professional experiences, and brainstorm curricular 
approaches. 
FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 
Design appears throughout MLIS curricula, although use of the term represents different 
applications and conceptual perspectives. There is a heavy emphasis on computing and 
technology-related topics, such as databases, human-computer interaction, web and internet, and 
information systems. Design also appeared frequently in the context of instruction and education 
topics. Only four courses were identified as stand-alone design courses. Of these, two were 
“special topics” courses, and three of the four courses specifically focused on design thinking. 
Practicing professionals reported learning about design thinking and methods from a 
variety of sources. While some mentioned formal coursework in MLIS programs, many 
mentioned that their knowledge of design came from professional development sources at their 
workplaces, other libraries, or association conferences. There were also several mentions of 
informal or self-education through reading books, articles or blogs, or through conversations 
with colleagues. Many of these resources were non-library sources, such as the design firm 
IDEO or the d.school at Stanford University. 55% of respondents said they would be interested 
in design education targeted specifically for librarians, and most respondents (95.17%) were in 
favor of including design coursework in MLIS education programs, with 26.9% answering that it 
should be required and 68.27% that it should be offered but optional (such as an elective course). 
Discussions among MLIS educators and professional librarians at the forum meeting 
revealed barriers to the inclusion of design in MLIS programs, such as students’ tendencies to 
fear failure, lack of institutional support, and issues of instructional expertise. Various means for 
integrating design into the MLIS program curricula were discussed, including the benefits and 
drawbacks of separate, specific design courses vs. the integration of design methods and 
techniques into existing topical coursework. Notably, the discussion also raised the idea of using 
design to help align library education and practice with the values of the American library 
profession and to support equity and inclusion. 
CONCLUSION 
The Designing Future Library Leaders project sought to investigate a perceived void of 
instruction in design thinking and methods in MLIS programs. As the application of design 
thinking and methods continues to increase in library practice, future librarians need education in 
this area. However, there are still many barriers to overcome. Although only a first step, the 
outcomes of this project help chart a course for increased consideration and incorporation of 
design in formal graduate library education. As these future library leaders face increasingly 
difficult challenges, education in design thinking for librarianship can help inform their decision-
making and problem-solving in the 21st century. 
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